
 

THE ROCKFORD HISTORIC PRESERVATION PLAN 
 

 

 

 

 
 



2 
 

Original Plan Adoption in 1985 by Rockford Historic Preservation Commission 

Tom Graceffa, Chairman 

John Goddard, Vice-Chairman 

Don Becker 

Gary Carlson 

Rod Gustafson 

Ruth Lunde 

Alderman Tom Meyer 

 

Staff 

Virginia Gregory, Commission Secretary 

 

 

Revised Plan Adoption in 2021 by Rockford Historic Preservation Commission 

Jennifer Spencer, Chairman 

Olga Kampmeier, Vice-Chairman 

Robert McCarthy 

Matthew Wolff 

Valerie Olafson 

George Bathje 

Alderman Bill Rose 

 

Staff 

Rudy Moreno, Commission Secretary 

Colin Belle, Comprehensive Planning & Design 

Scott Capovilla, Planning & Zoning Manager 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Adopted by the Rockford Historic Preservation Commission, 

July 18, 1985 

Revised Plan Adoption on July 13, 2021 

 

 

Adopted by Rockford City Council, 

October 7, 1985 

Revised Plan Adoption on December 20, 2021 

 



3 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 

 

 

"Guidelines for Maintenance, Rehabilitation and Restoration" was taken from The Historic Property 

Owner's Handbook, copyright © 1977 by The Preservation Press, National Trust for Historic Preservation in 

the United States. Reprinted with permission of The Preservation Press. 

 

¢ƘŜ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŦƻǊ wŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊŜΥ 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm 

 

 

Illinois Department of Natural Resources Historic Preservation Division  

State Historic Preservation Office which can be found here: 

https://www2.illinois.gov/dnrhistoric/Preserve/Pages/default.aspx 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm
https://www2.illinois.gov/dnrhistoric/Preserve/Pages/default.aspx


4 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Introduction ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ...........  5 

 

Historic Preservation Policy of the City of Rockford ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ  6 

 

Why Preserve ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ  9 

 

The Economic Factor ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ  10 

 

The Survey and Historic Resource Inventory ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦ  14 

 

Guidelines for Rockford Landmarks ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦ  17 

 

{ƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ tǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ [ŀƴŘƳŀǊƪ 5ŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ     нл 

 

Guidelines for Historic Districts ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ  21 

 

Local Districts and aŀǇǎ ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦ     23 

 

Guidelines for Maintenance, Rehabilitation and Restoration ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ 35 

 

Glossary ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ 40 

 

Architectural Styles Found in Rockford ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦ 41 

 

An Ordinance to Create the Rockford Historic Preservation Commission ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ 45 

 

¢ƘŜ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŦƻǊ wŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ DǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǊ  

Rehabilitating Historic Buildings ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ............ 59 

 

The National Register of Historic Places ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ 59 

 

Survey Forms, Rockford Historic Resource Inventory ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦ 62 

 

Additional Sources ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ 64 

 
 

 

 

 



5 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
"Historic preservation" is a general term encompassing a broad range of activities - from the simple protection of a historic resource 

to rehabilitation and, ultimately, complete restoration. It can be applied to everything from mansions to bungalows to Indian mounds 

to brick streets.   Preservation is also defined as the act or process of applying measures necessary to sustain the existing form, 

integrity, and materials of a historic property.  Its intent is to protect and stabilize the property and generally focuses upon the 

ongoing maintenance and repair of historic materials and features rather than extensive replacement and new construction.  This 

includes sensitive upgrading of mechanical, electrical, and plumbing systems and other code-required work to make properties 

functional within a preservation project 

 

Historic preservation is a conversation with our past about our future. It provides us with opportunities to ask, "What is important in 

our history?" and "What parts of our past can we preserve for the future?" Through historic preservation, we look at history in 

different ways, ask different questions of the past, and learn new things about our history and ourselves. Historic preservation is an 

important way for us to transmit our understanding of the past to future generations. 

 

With its rich and varied history, Rockford offers much in the way of historic sites and buildings. Properly handled, Rockford's historic 

resources can play an important role in the City's future. Recognizing this fact, the City created the Rockford Historic Preservation 

Commission in 1978. Its stated purposes are to 

 

Å Identify historically significant buildings, places or areas within Rockford. 

 

Å Advise City Council on the designation of local landmarks and historic districts. 

 

Å Protect the distinctive visual characteristics of landmarks and historic districts. 

 

Å Perform any other functions that may be useful or necessary to safeguard and enhance Rockford's historic, aesthetic, 

architectural, cultural and community heritage as embodied in its buildings, places and areas. 

 

The 1978 ordinance that created the Commission provides several ways for it to achieve these purposes. (The complete text of the 

current ordinance is listed on page 45.) It is updated periodically.  These range from something as simple as the authority to carry 

out a survey to identify historic sites in Rockford to the more complex issues Involved in acting as conservator for any landmark or 

historic district the Commission feels may need protection.  Specific duties assigned to the Commission by the City's ordinance 

include the following: 

 

Å Conduct a survey of buildings, places and areas in Rockford to identify those of historic significance. 

 

Å Recommend to City Council that it designate certain improvements as landmarks, and certain areas and places as historic 

districts. 

 

Å Work with other individuals and organizations in matters involving historic preservation, renovation, rehabilitation and reuse. 

 

Å Advise and assist owners of historic properties on the physical and financial aspects of preservation, renovation, rehabilitation and 

reuse. 

 

Å Review and decide on Certificates of Appropriateness. 

 

Å Make recommendations to City Council on the exercise of eminent domain powers for the protection of a landmark or historic 

district. 
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Å Act as conservator of, and therefore sue in behalf of, any landmark or historic district when it appears to the Commission that the 

interest of the public in the landmark or district needs protection through litigation. 

 

Å Identify and certify for historic preservation purposes such organizations to which fee titles or lesser interests in property may be 

granted by recommendation of the Commission. 

 

The Commission has worked steadily to carry out these duties since its creation in 1978.  During that time, it has successfully 

recommended 28 landmarks and six (6) historic districts for City Council designation, and has completed an inventory of historic 

sites in the oldest parts of Rockford.  

 

The purpose of this plan is to define the relative roles of the City and the Commission in encouraging historic preservation; to 

provide guidelines for the designation of landmarks and historic districts; to educate the public; and to recommend those actions 

which can be undertaken by the City and/or the Commission to further private efforts to preserve historic sites and structures, 

including proposals for several new historic districts. When adopted, these policies, guidelines and recommendations will offer a 

rational way to protect, evaluate and enhance Rockford's historic resources for the benefit of present and future residents. By 

integrating protection of historic resources into the normal process of City government and by educating the public as to the value of 

these resources, the City and the Commission will help ensure preservation of Rockford's architectural heritage. 

 

HISTORIC PRESERVATION POLICY 

 OF THE CITY OF ROCKFORD 
 
The Role of City Government in Preservation 

 

One of the major stumbling blocks to engaging in an active historic preservation program in Rockford has been the lack of clear-cut 

policies for both the City and the Historic Preservation Commission. The policies contained in this section are designed to fill that 

void.  And, since policies alone cannot accomplish the desired result, suggested means of implementing them accompany each 

policy. 

 

I.    THE CITY SHALL RECOGNIZE PRESERVATION OF PROPERTIES OF HISTORICAL OR ARCHITECTURAL VALUE 

AS AN ESSENTIAL COMPONENT OF PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT BY: 

 

A.  Providing for a Commission to oversee implementation of the Preservation Policy. 

 

B. Maintaining a correct, current and easily accessible public record of properties in Rockford that have historical or 

architectural value. 

 

C.   Obtaining the Commission's timely comments concerning public plans, projects or improvements involving funds 

administered by the City which may adversely affect potential and designated districts, landmarks and properties 

included in the Historic  Resource Inventory, before final project approval and disbursement of funds. 

D. Encourage the rehabilitation and reuse of historic structures as an economic development tool which can help 

lead to further investment in the City.  

 

II.   THE CITY SHALL STRENGTHEN INVESTMENT IN PROPERTIES OF HISTORICAL OR ARCHITECTURAL VALUE BY: 

 

A.   Selecting street trees, lighting fixtures and other street furniture which enhance historic districts.  
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B.   Investigating the feasibility of adapting properties of historical or architectural value whenever additional space 

and facilities for the City are required. 

 

C.   Assisting the Commission in locating interested parties to purchase endangered properties of historical or 

architectural value. 

 
D.    Expediting action on Commission recommendations for designation of landmarks or historic districts. 

 

E.  Participating in the provisions of State legislation encouraging rehabilitation of landmark buildings, including use 

of preservation easements and other such restrictions. 

 

Ill.    THE CITY SHALL ENCOURAGE APPROPRIATE PRESERVATION OF PROPERTIES OF HISTORICAL OR 

ARCHITECTURAL VALUE BY: 

 

A. Protecting through appropriate restoration, rehabilitation and maintenance, City-owned properties of historical or 

architectural value, including existing brick streets. 

 

B. Encouraging Rockford School District 205 to ensure to the extent possible the appropriate reuse of old schools. 

 

C. Provide an updated architectural survey of all Rockford School District 205 schools. 

 

The Role of the Commission in Preservation 

 

I.    THE COMMISSION SHALL COORDINATE ITS ACTIONS WITH THOSE OF OTHER PUBLIC COMMISSIONS, 

COMMITTEES AND BUREAUS INVOLVED IN PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT BY 

 

A. Supporting other City commissions, committees, review boards and staff in their efforts to encourage preservation. 

 

B. Recommending any appropriate changes to legislation that affect properties of historical or architectural value. 

 

C. Commenting to the appropriate public bodies on proposed projects and developments, including the sale of public 

buildings, which may affect properties of historic or architectural value. 

 

D.  Informing itself of preservation activities of the County, State and federal government as they relate to property within 

Rockford, and publicizing this information to other planning and development bodies. 

 

II.    THE COMMISSION SHALL DOCUMENT PROPERTIES OF HISTORIC OR ARCHITECTURAL VALUE IN 

 THE CITY BY: 

 

A.  Overseeing compilation and maintenance of a correct and easily accessible public record of classified properties 

of historical or architectural value. 

 

B.  Publishing and making available to the public maps and other means of locating properties of historical or 

architectural value. 

 

D. Encouraging the creation of photographic and /or drawn records of endangered properties of historical or architectural 

value. 

 

III.  THE COMMISSION SHALL ENCOURAGE PRESERVATION OF PROPERTIES OF HISTORICAL OR ARCHITECTURAL 

VALUE BY: 
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A. Providing information to the public concerning preferred methods and techniques for restoration, rehabilitation and 

maintenance of historic properties. 

 

B. Providing information to the public concerning tax benefits and other advantages associated with the redevelopment 

of older buildings. 

 

C. Publicizing sources of funding for preservation. 

 

D. Encouraging greater participation by lending institutions and private investors in preservation.  

 

E. Encouraging municipal public improvements which preserve and enhance properties of historical or architectural 

value. 

 

F. Participating in public events which explain methods of preservation. 

 

G. Recommending for designation as landmarks or historic districts a representative selection of districts, sites, buildings, 

structures and objects, including vernacular examples and publicly accessible interior spaces. 

 

H. Actively seeking the designation of potential prime landmarks. 

 

I. Working with other organizations interested in local history and /or architecture to increase awareness of 

preservation's goals and benefits, and to aid them whenever possible in the achievement of their goals through 

preservation. 

 

J. Identifying and certifying organizations to which fee titles or lesser interests in historic properties may be granted by 

the Commission. 

 

IV.   THE COMMISSION SHALL PROMOTE AND OVERSEE PRESERVATION OF LOCALLY DESIGNATED DISTRICTS 

AND LANDMARKS BY: 

 

A.  Providing advice and guidelines with respect to proposed alterations to structures within historic districts or of 

landmarks. 

 

B.   Adopting design guidelines for appropriate new construction and alteration of properties in historic districts, and 

assisting and coordinating the application of these guidelines by any Historic District Organization's Board of 

Review or Neighborhood Association. 

 

C.   Reviewing proposals for new construction in historic districts. 

 

E.        Reviewing proposals for alterations to landmarks and to structures in historic districts. 

 

E.   Considering economic constraints when reviewing requests for Certificates of Appropriateness. 

 

F.   Assisting owners of designated properties in obtaining financial aid when required for appropriate restoration. 

 

How the Review Policy Would Work 

 

PURPOSE: This policy is intended to allow the Rockford Historic Preservation Commission opportunity to comment on City 

actions which impact on properties listed in Rockfordôs Historic Resource Inventory. The Commission is in no way 
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empowered to delay any project unless it materially alters properties that have been designated landmarks under 

Chapter 113 of the Code of Ordinances of the City of Rockford. 

 

POLICY: The Council Clerk shall notify the Historic Preservation Commission whenever any of the following actions is 

introduced to City Council and referred to Committee. 

 

ω  Capital improvements proposed to any designated landmark or within any historic district under the jurisdiction of the 

Department of Public Works; 

 

ω Plans submitted by the Department of Community & Economic Development, including small-area plans; 

 

ω Development proposals submitted by a City department or agency; 

 

ω Design guidelines proposed within any historic district. 

 

The Commission shall 

 

ω Determine if the action impacts on historic resources, and 

 

ω Notify the appropriate Committee(s) if it is preparing a statement of its concerns and recommendations, including 

suggested alternatives where appropriate. 

 

WHY PRESERVE? 
 

In considering the contents of this plan, it is important to understand why we need to preserve the physical evidence of Rockford's 

past. The next chapter ("Economic Factors") examines the dollars- and-cents reasons. However, the human factor is equally 

important. 

 

Every viable community has an identity, a clear image of itself through which it defines itself to its own citizens and to the rest of the 

world. A key factor that makes any single community different from any other community is its historical development, and the most 

visible evidence of that development is a community's buildings and historical sites. 

 
By preserving historic sites and structures, we retain our grasp on one of the things that makes Rockford what it is - our past.  

Gertrude Stein once said that "There is no there, there," in describing Oakland, California. If we do not preserve our historical 

neighborhoods and sites, then there will be no "there" in Rockford, either. We will become just one more "modern" American city, 

indistinguishable from any number of others that have succeeded in burying their past under bulldozers and new buildings. 

 

In an era of rapid change, with new technologies altering our lives on a daily basis, physical evidence of our past can help us to 

recognize and hold on to our cultural and physical roots. In that way, we can maintain a clear perspective of who we are. This 

becomes increasingly important as the world becomes a small place, and with change coming at an ever-increasing rate. 

 

Historic preservation not only allows us to maintain a clear picture of who we are and where we have come from, it also serves as a 

declaration of our pride and confidence in those roots. To preserve a record of the past for the future as something symbolic of the 

historic meaning of the community is an act of faith in the future as well as the past. Serious conservation is a long-term investment, 

not undertaken lightly. 

 

In preserving our past, we need to concentrate not on just a few singular landmarks, but on neighborhoods as well. Most buildings 

in any community are of a rather ordinary nature. They may not be great works of architecture, nor buildings in which any great 
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event occurred or an important person lived. However, the buildings in old neighborhoods -the ordinary along with the 

extraordinary- often give stronger evidence of a community's history than individual landmarks can. It is here that people lived and 

gave expression to their past, giving us a clear indication of where our roots lie. 

 

 

THE ECONOMIC FACTOR 
 

Historic preservation involves more than just aesthetics and old buildings. It also involves money and can have a major role in a 

community's economy. We hope to show in this section of the plan how it can play that role. 

 

Why Renovate? 

 

Until the early 1980ôs, historic preservation usually meant the conscious selection of a few outstanding historic landmarks to be 

preserved as museums or institutional structures within areas which continue to change rapidly around them. The "George 

Washington slept here" type of criterion for selecting what is to be preserved has long prevented historic preservation from 

becoming a constructive part of the urban development process. However, a number of factors have contributed to a gradual 

change in this attitude. Among them - the realization that conventional urban renewal, i.e., demolition of old buildings in hopes that 

new ones will replace them, doesn't always work; rising construction costs; economic hard times in many of the nation's older cities; 

and an increasing awareness of our built environment as a limited resource. Also contributing to this change is the increasing 

number of buildings which have outlived their original purpose. They may be abandoned, vacant or used for very marginal 

economic activities, but in many cases, they are structurally sound, and may be suitable for recycling. (Recycling in this instance 

would be the conversion and outfitting of an older structure to a new use.) All of these factors have led to increased acceptance of 

the fact that unused but structurally sound buildings, such as vacant factories and warehouses, can be turned from a liability into an 

opportunity. 

 

To make the most of this opportunity requires cognizance of the assets of older buildings. While many of these are obvious, some 

are not. Major assets include the following: 

 

ω The desire to build in a prime location was just as strong 50 years ago as it is today. Many times older buildings are still in 

what would be considered choice spots, be they downtown, along the riverfront, or in strategic locations around town. 

When location is combined with a distinctive architectural style, particular buildings become easily identifiable.  Two of the 

most recent and prominent cases in point would be the Rockford Brewery Building (Prairie Street Brewhouse) and the 

Ziock Building now known as The Embassy Suites Hotel. 

 

ω Rehabilitation is often labor-intensive and, therefore, is not so strongly affected by the high cost of materials as new 

construction. 

 

ω Maintaining an existing building saves the increasingly high cost of purchasing undeveloped land. In the past, when 

suburban land was relatively inexpensive, new construction was often advantageous simply because of the cheapness of 

the land itself. The advantage of building in outlying areas is diminishing, however. 

 

ω Reusing an old building saves demolition costs.  Demolition in dense urban areas (where building and safety regulations 

may prohibit the use of a swinging ball or other more efficient demolition techniques) can be especially expensive and 

time-consuming. 

 

ω Renovation of existing buildings can take less time than new construction and can take place in stages. The total amount 

of construction time required to renovate an existing building is generally less than the time required to construct a 

comparable amount of floor space in an entirely new building.  It is the most environmentally friendly building option. 
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Existing buildings have embodied energy (or embodied carbon ï the carbon emitted during a productôs lifecycle) which 

reduces our carbon footprint and keeps building materials out of the landfill. 

 

ω Renovation can also take place year-round. A contractor, for example, can work inside during winter months, protected 

from harsh winter elements that would impede outdoor work on new construction sites. Obviously, a contractor 

undertaking a renovation need not wait until spring to dig a foundation and start work. 

 

ω A related advantage of reusing existing buildings is that one portion of a building can be rehabilitated and occupied before 

work is completed or even started on another portion. The consequent ability to rent out part of a building during 

renovation provides a source of income when it is needed most. With new construction, a developer must generally wait 

until virtually the entire project is completed before he can lease out space. 

 

ω Old buildings can often be acquired for a very low price.  The superficial decay and poor exterior appearance of many 

neglected old buildings can deceive people (including knowledgeable realtors) into believing that the buildings are not 

structurally sound ï and, therefore, not worth saving. A perceptive developer can often obtain an old building that no one 

else wants for an exceedingly low price and then transform it into a building that is a good as or better than new. 

 

ω People are often willing to pay competitive rental rates in renovated old buildings. The intrinsic character of old buildings, 

produced in part by age and craftsmanship, offers a quality rarely obtained through new construction.  In addition to 

architectural details, older buildings offer a spaciousness and sense of human scale not always found in new construction. 

These sometimes visible, sometimes intangible qualities, can be important ingredients in making a development project 

economically feasible by improving the marketability of rentable space, attracting customers to commercial establishments 

and, in some cases, even translating into an increased profit margin. 

 

ω Renovation of older buildings can provide substantial tax advantages to the developer.  Those benefits include: 

 

o Rehabilitation imposes fewer public and social costs than new construction. Maintenance and reuse of existing 

structures can help communities avoid the trauma caused by dilapidation, abandonment and clearance - a 

sequence that has needlessly victimized many neighborhoods and commercial areas. This sequence has had 

high social costs in dislocation of residents, economic decline and disruption of community life. In addition, 

because old  buildings are usually located in portions of communities that have already been fully developed - 

and are already served by sewer and water lines, roads, schools and fire stations - renovation and adaptive use 

of old structures can relieve municipalities of the necessity of making additional expenditures for costly new public 

facilities and services. 

 

o By concentrating municipal capital expenditures in developed areas and encouraging and rewarding reinvestment 

in existing buildings, a community need not forego the opportunity to strengthen and even increase its tax base. 

In many communities, especially those characterized by moderate growth, the added tax base contributed by new 

construction may be more than offset by declines in the value and occupancy of existing buildings.  The 

soundness of a community's tax base is determined as much by the quality, repair and use of its old buildings as 

by the amount of new construction generated.  Rehabilitation projects can be successful in creating direct 

economic benefits to communities: attracting new residents and holding old ones, increasing tourist interest, 

bringing in new business and industry and making downtown areas attractive places in which to dine, see a 

movie, or simply take a stroll on a summer evening. 

 

o Reusing old buildings conserves energy. Old building represent an investment that it would be foolish to 

squander; an investment of energy and labor made at a time when costs were significantly lower. Demolition of 

these buildings requires new expenditures of energy, and their replacement even more to produce the new 

building materials and to assemble them on a cleared site. Moreover, older buildings can require less energy to 

operate then new ones since they were designed and built in an era when there was no artificial climate control. 
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The thick masonry walls of many old buildings retain heat much more effectively than the glass and steel used in 

newer structures.  In certain cases, the tall windows of old buildings (which open, unlike those in so many new 

buildings) and high ceilings may provide so much natural ventilation and sunlight that total expenditures required 

for lighting, mechanical ventilation and air conditioning systems may be reduced. 

 

o Many older buildings are of generally sound construction. Often masonry, wall-bearing structures, they may, in 

many cases, be considered overbuilt by contemporary standards. 

 

Increased Property Values 

 

Some property owners within historic districts stated they their property values were lower because they had to contend with 

guidelines imposed on the historic district.  As a result, the preservation commission conducted a study in 2008 to examine property 

values in the four residential historic districts. Based on research of the Winnebago County Geographic Information System 

(WinGIS) and the records of the Rockford Township Assessor, the study concluded that the exact opposite was the case.  

Properties located within a historic district generally performed better than equivalent properties in comparable neighborhoods.  Not 

only were the districts protecting the unique historic resources but they were also protecting the ownerôs financial resources as well.   

 

Federal Tax Benefits 

 

As was mentioned above, significant tax benefits can accrue to the developer in renovating an older building. . The amount of 

benefits and procedures for obtaining investment tax credits (ITC) can be found here:  https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives.htm. 

 

There are 4 factors that can help you decide whether your rehabilitation project would meet the basic requirements for the 20% tax 

credit.  

 

¶ The historic building must be listed in the National Register of Historic Places or be certified as contributing to the 

significance of a "registered historic district." 

 

¶ The project must meet the "substantial rehabilitation test." 

 

¶ The rehabilitation work must be done according to the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation. 

 

¶ After rehabilitation, the historic building must be used for an income-producing purpose for at least five years. Owner-

occupied residential properties do not qualify for the federal rehabilitation tax credit. 

 

Additional information on these factors can be found here: https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/before-apply/eligibility-

requirements.htm 

 

These tax credits are deductions from the actual amount of taxes owed, not deductions from gross income before calculating tax 

liability. Thus, the rehabilitation tax credit is actually a dollar-for-dollar tax saving and a very significant factor in planning any 

rehabilitation project.  In addition to tax credits, substantial benefits are available through provisions of the Modified Accelerated 

Cost Recovery System in which owners are allowed to recover the cost basis of certain assets that deteriorate over time.  

The tax act does, of course, establish requirements that must be met before tax credits will be allowed. An investment credit can be 

claimed only if there has been "substantial rehabilitation" of the property. Rehabilitation costs must exceed the greater of either 

$5,000; or the sum of capital improvements plus building acquisition costs, less land cost and depreciation.  (This latter amount is 

referred to as the taxpayer's adjusted basis in the property.) 

 

The rehabilitation must be completed within a designated timeframe in order to take advantage of the tax credit benefits.  The tax 

credit program has ever-changing language and developers should always consult the current federal guidelines.   

 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/before-apply/eligibility-requirements.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/before-apply/eligibility-requirements.htm
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The substantial rehabilitation test may disqualify some types of rehabilitation projects. Since the rehabilitation costs may equal the 

adjusted basis, less extensive upgrading will probably not qualify for the credit (unless the taxpayer has owned a building for many 

years and reduced the basis by taking substantial depreciation).  This criterion may encourage the acquisition of undervalued or 

badly deteriorated structures or those buildings being converted to new uses that require extensive alterations. 

 

Since benefits for rehabilitating historic structures are greater, requirements are stricter than for "non-historic" buildings and must 

conform with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation. 

(https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm.)  Rehabilitation work on a historic structure must be certified by 

the state historic preservation officer before a credit may be claimed. The owner of a designated historic building cannot elect to 

take a smaller credit to avoid complying with local and federal standards for historic preservation renovations. 

 

The age or historic value of all structures must be determined before a property owner can claim the ITC.  Applications and 

requests are first submitted to state historic preservation officers who investigate and then forward the request, along with a 

recommendation of approval or denial, to the appropriate National Park Service regional office. The National Park Service makes 

the final decision and notifies the property owner directly. This process takes about 90 days.  The application process can be found 

here:  https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives/application-process.htm 

 

For properties not yet designated as landmarks or contributing to the significance of a historic district, the nomination process can 

take as long as six months. However, property owners can receive a preliminary National Register certification and review of the 

proposed work before the nomination is completed.   

 

Owners of qualifying income-producing properties may take the investment tax credit. The owner may claim the credit if the 

renovated premises are leased to and used by a tax-exempt organization or government entity. This may encourage pioneer 

renovations in areas which are less likely at the outset to be commercially successful because the owner faces less risk in obtaining 

the building and finding a lessee. 

 

For-profit lessees may claim an ITC on qualified rehabilitations which they undertake themselves as long as at least 15 years 

remain on their lease from the date the work is finished.  Property owners should be aware that they may have to pay back a 

portion of the tax credit if they dispose of the rehabilitated property too quickly. The taxpayer must retain title for five years after 

completing the renovation to avoid having to reimburse the credit to the IRS. If the property is sold less than a year after being 

renovated, the owner must reimburse 100 percent of the ITC. The amount of the credit for which the taxpayer is liable decreases by 

20 percent a year for structures held between one and five years. 

 

Illinois Tax Benefits 

 

The federal tax credits are geared primarily to commercial and industrial enterprises. Administered by the Illinois Historic 

Preservation Division of the Department of Natural Resources, the Illinois Historic Preservation Tax Credit Program is also available 

for residential structures as well.  Information on the tax credit program can be found here:  

https://www2.illinois.gov/dnrhistoric/Preserve/Pages/statecredit.aspx 

 

Local Examples 

 

The grandest example of a local renovation project would be the Coronado Theatre (314 North Main Street) that occurred two 

decades ago.  Considered one of the best preserved atmospheric ñmovie placesò of the 1920ôs, the Coronado is the crown jewel of 

Rockfordôs Local and National Landmarks. The two largest renovation projects in the last decade would be the Ziock Building now 

known as the Embassy Suites Hotel (416 South Main Street) and the Rockford Brewery also known as the Prairie Street 

Brewhouse (200 Prairie Street).  Much hope and anticipation still remains in a large-scale redevelopment of the Barber Colman site 

(1200 Rock Street) despite a major setback with the previous partner.  However, we have seen numerous other rehabilitation 

projects that have occurred and show what the possibilities are. These include the following: 

 

https://www2.illinois.gov/dnrhistoric/Preserve/Pages/statecredit.aspx
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ω Brown Building (226-228 South Main Street): 

 

ω Metropolitan Hall (328 East State Street): 

 

ω Trust Building (206 West State Street):  Designed by Daniel Burnham 

 

ω Turner School (1410 Broadway):  Now home to District 2 Police Headquarters 

 

ω Valencia Apartments (518 Fisher Avenue):  Designed by Jesse Barloga. Reduced the density as a part of the remodel. 

 

These are just a few examples of what can be done with old commercial and industrial buildings. In looking at the old Historic 

Resource Inventory, which contained over 750 sites, the potential for future "recycling" of old buildings in Rockford appears to be 

enormous.  We know this number has gone down over the past 36 years due to demolition, neglect and fire but the number is still 

thought to be quite significant. 

 

 

THE SURVEY AND HISTORIC RESOURCE INVENTORY 
 

The Commission recognized the need for an inventory of historic properties soon after it was created. However, because of funding 

difficulties, it was three years before survey work could be completed in Rockford's oldest areas. 

 

Work on the inventory began with a complete survey within Rockford's 1859 boundaries.  An 1859 map from a Winnebago County 

atlas served as the basis for boundaries.  The map shows all existing structures in the City at that time, thereby providing a good 

base of information. The survey recorded each building within the area, incorporating previous survey work where possible. The 

building-by­building survey method, impractical for large areas of the City, was used here because it offered the best chance of 

discovering obscure historic buildings in the oldest sections of Rockford, and because it served to acquaint researchers with the 

range of building types and styles present in Rockford. 

 

Once work within the 1859 boundaries was completed, it was decided to develop a survey method appropriate for all future survey 

work, one which would not involve a record for each building. This method was tested within the next historically verifiable City 

boundaries, those of 1871. Revised in light of field conditions, the method was finalized as-the survey method described below. To 

be sure that the Inventory includes all known historic resources, the results of two previous surveys were reviewed in the field. 

These were the surveys conducted by the Illinois Department of Conservation in 1974, and the Illinois Historic Structures and 

Historic Landmarks Surveys. Further research was conducted to locate other known historic buildings and sites, and to identify any 

historical significance associated with structures identified solely on the basis of their architectural significance. The results of this 

research and review of sites outside the survey area were included in the Inventory so that it now includes most of Rockford's 

significant historic resources and shows a broad range of types and styles. 

 

The Commission now recognizes the need to update this inventory.  The City has recently submitted an application for a CLG Grant 

that would assist with an updated survey of the commercial and industrial buildings constructed between 1850 and 1930.  This 

would be a huge step forward in achieving that goal.  The residential structures would be the next logical step as soon as funding 

sources can be made available. 

 

Criteria were developed for rating each item in the Inventory in accordance with standards of the U.S. Department of the Interior for 

landmark designation. Historic properties fall within one of the following categories: 

 

Rank 1 properties are eligible to be Rockford landmarks and to be on the National Register of Historic Places. (For an explanation 

of the National Register, see page 59) 
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Rank 2 properties are also eligible to be Rockford landmarks and may be eligible for the National 

Register. 

 

Rank 3 properties are important properties in a historic district; and they may be eligible for local landmark status or to be on the 

National Register if new, significant historical information about them comes to light. 

 

Rank 0 and Compatible properties are buildings that contribute to the character of a historic district.  

 

See the chart below for an explanation of the criteria used to determine rankings. 

 

 

SURVEY RANKING CRITERIA 

 
Rank 1   To obtain a Rank 1 designation, a structure or site must 

retain the integrity and spirit of the original design and it must meet 

at least one of the following criteria: 

 

Å The structure predates 1860. 

 

Å The structure is an exceptional example of a historic style, or one 

of the few remaining in Rockford. 

 

Å The structure is an architectural curiosity or picturesque work. 

 

Å The structure or site has known historic significance. 

 

Å The structure was designed by a nationally or locally well-known 

architect or master builder. 

 

It must also meet one of these criteria: 

 

Å By virtue of its location or activities held there, the structure or site 

is a current or former focal point of life in Rockford. 

 

Å The structure or site is intimately associated with key events in 

Rockford's history. 

 

Rank 2 To obtain a Rank 2 designation, a site or structure must 

meet most of the same criteria as for Rank 1 designation. The only 

exceptions are that it need not meet either of the final two criteria 

listed above for Rank 1.   

 

Rank 3 To obtain a Rank 3 designation, a structure or site must 

fulfill one of the following criteria: 

 

Å The structure is a good example of a historic style, retaining the 

spirit of the original design. 

 

Å The structure shows evidence of original materials and/or 

workmanship which have intrinsic value themselves. 

 

Å The structure or site adds distinctiveness and character to the 

neighborhood or street. 

 

Rank O To obtain a Rank O designation, a structure or site must 

meet one of the following criteria: 

 

Å The structure is a fair example of a historic style, with some 

distinctive characteristics. 

 

 

Å The structure has not retained its original spirit and design, but 

does retain historic significance. 

 

Å The structure or site is an important feature of the neighborhood 

(such as a church, corner stone or other distinctive site). 

 

Rank C To obtain a Rank C (or Compatible) designation, a 

structure or site must be a fair example of a historic style that is 

compatible with other historic structures in the neighborhood

 

 

The City's Construction and Development Services Division has a duplicate of the historic survey file so that when a property owner 

applies for a building permit for alterations or demolition on a historic site, the Commission can be notified. At the same time, the 

owner can be given an information sheet describing the property's historic value and the possible benefits and implications of local 

or national landmark status. 

 

Copies of the files are available to the general public in the Local History Room of the Rockford Public Library. One copy is 

arranged by function/style, the other by address.  They can be found here: https://www.rockfordpubliclibrary.org/local-history 
 

 

https://www.rockfordpubliclibrary.org/local-history
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Survey Methodology 

 

The Historic Resource Inventory already contains most of the structures suitable for landmark status in Rockford. Future survey 

work should be aimed at discovering the historic character of neighborhoods, including those already surveyed, so that this 

character may be maintained, and at expanding the geographic coverage of the survey. Accordingly, history should guide the 

selection of boundaries for survey work, even if planning or other priorities determine that an area of later date should be surveyed 

before areas of an earlier date. Rockford's growth from 1859 to 1930 should serve as a guide in determining the relative age and 

potential survey boundaries of the City's different residential areas. 

 

Commercial areas may be surveyed separately as long as research to determine the dates of commercial development is done 

beforehand to acquaint surveyors with the area's historic character. Survey boundaries should define an area which was developed 

largely during a single time period. 

 

Surveyors should have had some academic training in history. This will ensure that evaluation of a building or area is not made 

solely on architectural or aesthetic considerations. The best available sources of surveyors are local colleges offering degrees in 

history and architecture/art history. Following consultation with professors, voluntary survey work could be encouraged by its 

acceptance as a class project in some classes, or could even form the basis for a class in local architectural or developmental 

history. Surveyors should review the description of survey work and other relevant materials which follow. 

 

Survey work should begin with research of the area to be surveyed. Its dates of intensive development should be ascertained, 

along with its relationship to commercial, industrial or transportation developments. The area should be located on old maps to 

discover possible location of structures predating the period of intensive development. The Historic Resource Inventory should be 

consulted so that the surveyor is aware of previously identified resources. A list of potential historic sites identified through research 

should be prepared so that they may be recorded in the field. 

 

Architectural styles likely to be encountered by the surveyor should be reviewed so they can be readily identified. A one or two-

paragraph history of the area should then be written as a guide. All references consulted should be compiled in a bibliography. 

 

Before the fieldwork is begun, the survey should be publicized by a notice in the newspaper and by a letter to any neighborhood 

groups. Any historical information volunteered as a result of this publicity should be considered in the survey work. 

 

Fieldwork should identify significant architectural continuities and record individual sites for possible inclusion in the Inventory. The 

surveyors should walk all public ways within the survey area, examining each structure. Notations of architectural continuities 

should consider building styles, types, scale, setbacks and spacing as well as lot size, streetscape and natural features. A small 

report on the survey area's character referring specifically to each of the above should be written upon completion of fieldwork, 

noting also any sharp differences within the area. Individual properties should be recorded only if they seem to fit any of the survey 

ranking criteria described above on page 15. The survey form shown on page 62 should be used to record individual properties, 

and suitable photographs of each structure recorded should be taken. 

 

Once fieldwork is completed, further research on individual properties discovered by the survey should be done to assess their 

relative importance. Individual properties should be compared to like styles and types found in the Historic Resources Inventory, 

and their rank reevaluated accordingly. The area's short history should be rewritten to take into account fieldwork and further 

research. This history, the report on the area's architectural and physical character, and the individual properties should be 

presented to the Commission for review. Once reviewed, individual properties may be added to the Inventory and copies of the 

history and reports made available for public use. The Commission will be able to use information gained from this expanded 

survey to recommend designation of additional landmarks or historic districts. 
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GUIDELINES FOR ROCKFORD LANDMARKS 
 
Rockford's historic preservation ordinance defines a landmark as a property "worthy of rehabilitation, restoration, and preservation 

because of its historic significance to the City of Rockford." A landmark may establish a sense of time and place unique to 

Rockford; exemplify or reflect the cultural, social, economic, political or architectural history of the nation, State or City; or represent 

distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type which are inherently valuable for studying a period, style, method of 

construction, indigenous  materials, or unique craftsmanship. 

 

The major effect of the ordinance on properties that are designated as landmarks is to require that any modification that materially 

alters the exterior of a landmark must first receive a Certificate of Appropriateness from the Commission.  In addition, any site 

nominated for landmark designation must also receive a Certificate before any building permits may be issued for it during the 

nomination process. 

 

A Certificate of Appropriateness is a statement signed by the Secretary of the Commission verifying that the Commission has 

reviewed the application for alteration or demolition and found the proposal appropriate to the general character of the landmark. 

The Commission can only consider alterations that would be visible to the public from a public street or building. It cannot deny any 

alteration that would not be subject to public view. Upon receipt of the Certificate, the requested action may be taken, subject to all 

applicable Building, Fire and Zoning Codes. 

 
Guidelines 

 

To be a city landmark, a structure or site must retain the integrity and spirit of the original design.  It must also fulfill one of the 

following criteria: 

 

ω The structure predates 1860;  

 

ω  It is an exceptional example of a historic or vernacular style, or one of few remaining in Rockford;  

 

ω  It is an extraordinary curiosity or picturesque work;  

 

ω  It is the work of a nationally famous architect;  

 

ω  It is an outstanding example of work, or the only known example of work by a locally well-known architect or master 

builder;  

 

ω  The structure or site has a known historic significance because it is the property most closely associated with the life or 

activities of a major historic person, organization or group (including ethnic groups);  

 

ω  The structure or site has known historic significance because it is the property most closely associated with a notable 

historic event;  

ω The structure or site is of a type or is associated with a use once common but now rare; 

 

ω The site has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory or history; or 

 

ω  By virtue of its location or activities held there, the structure or site is a current or former focal point of life in the city. 

 

Landmark Designation Process 
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Any person or organization - including the Rockford Historic Preservation Commission - may request that a building, place or area 

be designated a landmark. It is the applicant's responsibility to demonstrate convincingly to the Commission the applicability of one 

or more of the criteria outlined above, providing ample documentation to support all statements and assertions. 

 

After it has received a complete application for landmark designation of a property, the Commission holds a public hearing on the 

matter. Within 30 days of the hearing, it must submit a written report to interested parties and to City Council. The report to Council 

includes the Commission's recommendation on landmark status. It is then up to Council to actually designate a property as a 

landmark. The final step in the process is for the Commission to record a copy of the ordinance designating the landmark with the 

deed to the landmark site in the County Courthouse. 

 

Existing Landmarks 

 

Thus far, the City of Rockford has designated the following twenty-eight (28) sites as local landmarks. 

 

ω Graham-Ginestra House, 1115 South Main Street: On the National Register of Historic Places, Built in 1857, it is an 

example of the transition between the Greek Revival and Italianate architectural styles. (See page 41 for definitions of the 

various styles.) Only two families owned and lived in it from 1857 to 1978. 

 

ω Herrick-LogIi Cobblestone, 2127 Broadway: Built in 1847, it is one of the oldest surviving buildings in Rockford. The style is 

Greek Revival. 

 

ω Lake-Peterson House, 1313 East State Street:  Built in 1873, it is considered one of the top 30 structures representative of 

the Victorian Gothic style in Illinois. 

 

ω Coronado Theatre, 312-324 North Main Street:  Listed in the National Register. Built in 1927, the Coronado is one of the 

best preserved "movie palaces" of the 1920-1930 period. It contains a mixture of motifs - Spanish, Italian and French 

architecture; Italian sculpture; and Chinese, Egyptian and Persian art. 

 

ω Freeman School, 910 Second Avenue: Built in 1893 in the Romanesque Revival style, the school was converted to office 

use in the early 1980ôs.  It is currently vacant. 

 

ω Midway Theatre, 721 East State Street: When the Midway opened on August 3, 1918, it was one of the largest movie 

houses built at that time. Its architectural style is Spanish Renaissance. The theater was partially damaged by fire in 

August 1980 but was repaired. Then, the roof collapsed on the theater in 2010.  The roof was replaced but it has remained 

vacant since that time. 

 

ω Anderson Building, 803 North Church Street: Built in 1967 in the mid-19th century Italianate style, this is the only remaining 

building of Connie's Flowers and Dress Shop. 

 

ω Tinker Swiss Cottage, 411 Kent Street: Built in 1869 as the home of Robert H. Tinker, the cottage is an exceptional 

example of vernacular, picturesque cottage style. All of the original furnishings remain. 

 

ω  Burpee Museum of Natural History, 737 & 813 North Main Street: These two buildings actually housed separate museums 

for many years.  The 737 building was built in 1854 by local craftsmen as an Italianate house.   The house at 813 North 

Main Street was built in 1893 by William Fletcher Barnes, one of the founders of W. F. & John Barnes Company. It was 

later bought by the Rockford Park District in 1937 and converted to its present use. 
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ω John Erlander Home, 404 South Third Street:  The home was built in 1871 as the residence of John Erlander, one of 

Rockfordôs earliest settlers, and a business and civic leader.  It is an excellent example of the 19th century Italianate 

architecture style popular at that time. 

 

ω Times Theatre, 222-230 North Main Street: Built in 1938, this is one of two remaining examples of Art Moderne movies 

theaters in Rockford.  It is currently vacant. 

 

ω 7th Street Train Depot, 701-703 7th Street: Built in 1911 by renowned railroad architect Charles Frost, the significance of 

this passenger depot lies in the fact that it was one of two older remaining train depots in Rockford at the time it was 

designed. 

 

ω Four Squires Building, 203 West State Street:  This is actually two buildings combined into one in the 1920ôs by W.T. Grant 

when they replaced the original Italianate design with the existing Art Deco façade. 

 

ω West Middle School, 1900 North Rockton Avenue: This was originally built as West High School in 1939 as part of the 

WPA project.  While the basic design was by Gilbert Johnson, the exterior façade was designed by Jesse Barloga in the 

Art Moderne style. 

 

ω East High School, 2929 Charles Street:  East High School was also built at the same time as West High in 1939, also a 

WPA project.  The same basic interior design by Gilbert Johnson was used, but this time the exterior façade was designed 

by Willis Hubbard. 

 

ω Garrison School, 1105 North Court Street:  The original part of Garrison was built in 1887 with a Romanesque façade and 

Queen Anne details.  The school is an excellent example of a late Victorian elementary school. It was rehabilitated into 

condominiums. 

 

ω Liebling Building, 330 North Main Street:  This is an excellent example of the Art Deco style with a stunning tribute to the 

artistry of terra cotta masons at the time it was built in 1930.  It is now used as a part of the Coronado Theatre.  

 

ω Shumway Market Building, 713 East State Street:  Built in the 1920ôs, its uniqueness stems partly from the purpose for 

which it was built  - to serve as a ñpublic comfortò station ï and partly from its simple but elegant design.  It is currently the 

home of the Rockford Area Arts Council. 

 

ω Illinois National Guard Armory, 605 North Main Street:  Built in 1937 and designed by local firm Bradley & Bradley, the 

Armory is an excellent example of the 1930ôs Neo-Gothic Art Deco architecture.  It is currently vacant. 

 

ω Rockford City Hall, 425 East State Street:  Built in 1926 as the Manufacturerôs National Bank, this exterior façade of 

limestone with a polished granite base, Corinthian pilasters, elaborate cornice and other terra cotta ornamentation has 

been the exclusive home of City Hall since 1968. 

 

ω Winnebago County Courthouse Annex, 403 Elm Street:  This Classical Revival building was constructed in 1916 as an 

annex to the Winnebago County Courthouse.  It is, unfortunately, the last remaining example of the type of design on what 

was once known as Courthouse Square. 

 

ω Chick House, 119-123 South Main Street:  Built in 1857, it is one of three remaining pre-Civil War commercial buildings in 

downtown.  The majority of the building is vacant. 
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ω Elks Club Building, 210 West Jefferson Street:  Built in 1912 as the home of Elks Club, this Prairie Style structure has 

classical elements including the arched windows and porche cochere.  It was designed by Lawrence Buck, one of four 

architects that worked with Frank Lloyd Wright at Steinway Hall.  It is currently vacant and in dire need of rehabilitation. 

 

ω Abraham Lincoln Junior High School, 1500 Charles Street:  Built in 1927 and designed by Gilbert Johnson, Lincoln is an 

exceptional example of the Classical Revival style of architecture. 

 

ω Beyer Stadium Ticket Gatehouses, 311 15th Avenue:  The gatehouse and steps are all that remain of Beyer Stadium, the 

home of the Rockford Peaches.  The Peaches were a charter member of the All-American Girls Professional Baseball 

League, the first professional sports organization for women in the United States. 

 

ω Booker Washington Center, 524 Kent Street:  This was originally built as Kent School in 1858 but its most significant 

importance is when it became a center for Black culture in 1916 with the founding of the Colored Servicemenôs Club which 

was formed at Camp Grant.  The name of the club was changed to the Booker T. Washington Center in 1919 to aid black 

servicemen coming home from World War I. 

 

ω Witwer House, 504 North First Street:  Built in 1876 for Mr. & Mrs. Benjamin Witwer, this Victorian Gothic home is a great 

example of a upper middle class home of the 1870ôs.  It also features a carriage house built in 1879 and one of a few 

constructed of brick.  

 

The Rockford Historic Preservation Commission originally planned to proceed with the designation of the top ranked sites in the 

Historic Resources Inventory as local landmarks. They will begin with those ranked "1" (eligible for local landmark status and to be 

on the National Register), and then move on to those ranked "2" in the Inventory (eligible for local landmark status and, possibly, 

the National Register). The properties ranked "1" are listed below.  Many of the structures on the original list were removed because 

of demolition, destruction by fire or were altered so significantly that they lost their historical significance. 

 

Sites & Structures Proposed for Landmark Designation 
 

Address      Name (Year Built) 

1005 Ferguson Street 

104 North Madison Street 

121 South Madison Street 

211 North Main Street 

401 South Main Street 

501 North Prospect Street 

601 North Prospect Street 

1149 Railroad Avenue 

99 East State Street 

618-632 East State Street 

206 West State Street 

178 South Winnebago Street 

130 South First Street 

228 South First Street 

225 South Third Street 

510 South Third Street 

1902 Seventh Street 

St. Anthony's Church (1929) 

East Side Inn (1889)  

Germania Hall (1890-1901)  

Memorial Hall (1903) 

Old Post Office (1932) 

Spafford Estate (1862-64) 

Spafford Cottage (1862-64) 

Forest City Furniture (1882)  

News Tower (1929, 1931-32)  

Faust Hotel (1927)  

Rockford Trust Building (1906, 1928)  

St. Mary's Church (1887) 

Old City Hall (1904-07)  

Wheeler House (1843-46) 

First Evangelical Lutheran Church (1883) 

Gilbert Woodruff House (1857)  

National Lock Company (1919-20)
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GUIDELINES FOR HISTORIC DISTRICTS 
 

The purpose of creating historic districts is to go beyond protecting individual landmarks to a concern for protecting cohesive 

neighborhoods or districts that still retain a measure of their original character. To quote the former mayor of Seattle," ... there is a 

qualitative difference between old and new buildings. It is much more than a difference of age, or even in style of architecture. It is a 

matter of history - a historical perspective that gives us the depth of vision to better understand where we are by knowing where we 

have been." 

 

Historic districts, even more than landmarks, help provide that historical perspective that differentiates Rockford from every other 

city across the country. They provide an overall impression of an era, combining focal buildings, lesser structures, streets, open 

spaces and landscaping. 

 

Guidelines 

 

To be designated a historic district in Rockford, an area must be a geographic area definable by natural or existing improved 

boundaries. The area must contain one or more landmarks, and other buildings or sites that contribute to the overall visual 

characteristics of the landmark(s); and/or buildings or sites which, as an aggregate, have historical significance for Rockford in: 

 

ω Establishing a sense of time and place unique to Rockford; and/or  

 

ω Exemplifying or reflecting the cultural, social, economic, political or architectural history of the nation, State or City; and/or  

 

ω Representing distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type which is inherently valuable for studying a period, style, 

method of construction, indigenous material or unique craftsmanship. 

 

By either definition, the structures and/or sites within a historic district must be of sufficient historic significance to be worthy of 

rehabilitation, restoration and preservation. 

 

Historic District Designation Process 

 

Any person or organization may submit a petition to the Commission requesting that an area be designated a local historic district. 

The petition must contain the names of at least 66 percent of the property owners within the proposed district. The filing fee is found 

in the application form and instructions which are updated yearly. 

 

After going through the necessary steps to ensure that all materially interested parties have been notified, the Commission holds a 

public hearing on the request for designation. Anyone present at the hearing may speak on the proposal. Following the hearing, the 

Commission submits a report to City Council. (A copy of the report also goes to anyone who asks for it in writing.) 

 

If the Commission recommends designation, the appropriate committee of City Council and, ultimately, the full Council review the 

request.  Formal designation is granted by ordinance.   

Within five working days of official designation, and on a yearly basis thereafter, the Commission's Secretary notifies all property 

owners within the historic district that the area has been designated as such. This notice also informs property owners that they 

must have a Certificate of Appropriateness before they can obtain a building permit or otherwise materially affect the exterior 

appearance of their property. 

 

It should be noted that the requirement for a Certificate of Appropriateness also applies to property within a proposed district 

throughout the designation process. For example, if petitions for a new district are submitted, then all proposed exterior work on any 
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property would be treated as if it were within a historic district and a Certificate of Appropriateness would be required.  If City 

Council were to deny the request for designation, the requirement for a Certificate would end at that point. 

 

Conservation Districts: Variation on a Theme 

 

Some neighborhoods are interested in preserving the general character of their area, but do not wish to go the full step to historic 

district status. One possibility of a middle ground is the concept of conservation districts. They differ from historic districts in that 

historic districts are based strictly on historical and/or architectural criteria, while conservation districts can be based on 

neighborhoods with a variety of historic resources.  In addition, the latter require fewer controls because it is only the general 

neighborhood character which is to be preserved, not the specific historical elements of the structures. Normally, only demolition 

and new construction are reviewed in conservation districts. As a flexible tool to encourage preservation and to stabilize 

neighborhoods, conservation districts would be valuable addition to Rockford's historic preservation efforts. The Commission would 

like to investigate the possibility of creating this concept in Rockford in the future as a way of preserving the integrity of some 

neighborhoods without imposing strict guidelines. 

 

Existing Historic Districts 

 

The City of Rockford has designated six areas as historic districts.  Four of the districts are residential and two are commercial.  The 

districts are described in detail along with a map of each district so they are easily identifiable.  They are as follows: 
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Å Haight Village (1980): Rockford's first historic District, Haight Village includes the area bounded by Walnut, Kishwaukee and 

South Madison Streets and the tracks of the Chicago Northwestern Railroad. This area formed the southeast corner of newly 

incorporated Rockford in 1839. It is the only section of the original square mile settlement to remain intact as a residential area. 
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Å Garfield Avenue (1982): The 600 through 900 blocks of Garfield Avenue make up Rockford's second historic district. Homes in 

the District represent a variety of architectural styles, some dating back almost to the turn of the century. Many of the homes contain 

examples of craftsmanship unique to the early 1900s. 
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Å Indian Terrace (1984): The significance of the Indian Terrace Historic District lies partly in its unique street pattern and the siting 

of its buildings, and partly in its physical integrity. With the exception of one vacant lot, it exists today as an intact, early 20th-century 

urban neighborhood. It derives its character not from a large number of structures of landmark quality, but from a homogeneous 

blend of architectural styles with similar massing, scale and proportion.  The District also contains visual evidence of another culture 

in the Indian mounds in Beattie Park. 
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Å Brown's Hills-Knightsville (1984): This District was settled in the 1850s and 1860s by Horace Brown, for whom Brown's Hills is 

named, and Major Elias Cosper, who subdivided his land with the aid of B. A. Knight and established Knightsville in 1889.  The 

latter was a Swedish community established for the sole purpose of providing housing adjacent to the Skandia Furniture Company 

for the Swedish workers. The population consisted of five families, four of them interrelated, and the relatives they brought over 

from Sweden. In 1922, Brown's Woods, south of Knightsville, was subdivided and became the address of many of Rockford's 

prominent citizens. These two areas have combined into one closely-knit and well-kept neighborhood still isolated from the rest of 

the City by natural boundaries. 

 

 

 
 


